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Introduction 
Subtle language & communication difficulties are experienced by many autistic individuals even when they don’t 

have additional learning disabilities & these types of difficulties are thought to affect a person’s independent living 

skills, social relationships & emotional well-being (Egisti, et al., 2007; Levinson, et al., 2020; Siller, et al., 2014). 

However, there is little research looking into the prevalence of subtle language & communication difficulties in this 

group or what the impact might be. This project aimed to be the first to ask autistic children how they experienced 

their own language & communication difficulties & explore how this affects them.  

Participants 
 

  n=6 girls (9years-14years) 

 

   n=6 boys (12years-13years) 

All boys  & 2 girls were recruited from previous study (Sturrock 

et al, 2019) 

All went to mainstream school in the north west of the UK & 

accessed a mainstream curriculum. 

Additional diagnoses: anxiety, ADHD, SPD, Dyspraxia, Dyslexia 

Co-Production 

Parents of autistic children were involved in 

developing research questions; the autistic 

community (via autism@manchester) helped 

develop & pilot the interview schedule, 

protocols & supporting materials; & an 

autistic collaborator was an equally 

weighted contributor to the data analysis, 

authorship of the resulting academic paper 

(Sturrock et al., 2021) & public 

dissemination of findings. 

Methods 
In this study twelve autistic children (9-14years), without learning disability, were interviewed on the topic of 

language and communication difficulties. Interviews were highly flexible to meet the needs of the individual. 

Reasonable adjustments included place of interview (typically school or home), time of day, method of recording 

(audio or visual), accessing supportive materials before or during the session (or not), having a parent present (or 

not), taking sensory calming breaks or having sensory calming activities available as required. The protocol was 

developed through careful consultation with parents & the wider autistic community & in line with 

recommendation (Howard et al., 2019). Questions were developed to offer structure without leading answers. The 

interview was conducted by the lead researcher, a speech & language therapist. 

Results 
The children interviewed did not have learning difficulties e.g., they were accessing a mainstream 

curriculum without additional support. Despite this they all described difficulties with aspects of 

language & communication; for example, listening for verbal detail, explaining events (in narrative), 

chatting to peers, getting their point across, & in some cases word finding. They had additional 

difficulties explaining emotions & emotional events to others.  Strengths were typically identified in 

vocabulary & literacy, and many students identified supportive strategies using written information, 

including writing about feelings, girls often reported using literature to develop knowledge about 

themselves and others. Finding like-minded people was seen as facilitative of sustaining 

friendships. Importantly the children identified an emotional, social and functional impact of these 

difficulties; ranging from ‘missing out on opportunities’ to feeling ’stupid’ because they couldn't 

explain themselves.  

Implications 
As suggested by previous work in this field, subtle 

language & communication difficulties are 

associated with additional barriers to social 

interactions & participation in activities for this 

group, for example, joining in with school activities. 

However, currently these subtle difficulties are under

-identified in the group & few resources are targeted  

to meet these specific needs. The children talked 

sometimes very evocatively about the emotional 

impact of communication breakdown, this impacted 

on their positive sense of self, & was often 

associated with heightened negative emotions. The 

interaction between language and communication 

difficulties & emotional well-being must be explored 

further for this group. 

Targeted interventions may have the potential for 

improving participation, social function & well-being 

for the group.  

These children should be included in target setting 

wherever possible.  
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